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This thesis is based on surviving archives of the Nanchang chamber of commerce. It 
analyzes the Nanchang merchants and their chambers of commerce from the late Qing to 
the Republican period to bring out the distinctive features and transformative directions of 
each period from the perspective of the market’s surrounding conditions and the 
transformation of its institutions. The entire thesis is divided into eight chapters, and 
consists of some 30,000 words. 
Over the course of China’s modernization, merchants and chambers of commerce have 
played a leading force in the process of societal reform. As a result, they have attracted the 
attention of foreign and Chinese scholars, who have already compiled rich research 
findings. However, prior research has seldom been able to “speak of merchants from a 
merchant perspective”, and so have neglected the constraints and influence of concrete 
surrounding market conditions and economic institutions upon the merchants and the 
chambers of commerce. The authors holds that as merchants and chambers of commerce 
were the principal agents of the economic activities of the  market, they necessarily felt 
constrained by the specific restrictions on the surrounding conditions of the market and its’ 
economic institutions. Therefore, research on late Qing and Republican markets should 
take the study of surrounding market conditions and economic institutions as their point of 
departure. In addition, the investigation of the market economic activities of the merchants 
and the chambers of commerce can also lead to a deeper understanding of the inner basic 
mechanisms of the surrounding market conditions and the economic institutions. 
The regional market of Jiangxi, because it was restricted by the single port regulations 
on merchant activity, took the shape of a north - south and westward reaching formation. 
The establishment of the Five Treaty Ports and Jiujiang Kaifu, strengthened the position of 
Nanchang as the regional market center, and led to the unification of the Jiangxi regional 
market. At the same time, the development of the late Qing foreign trade, the appearance of 
new kinds of industrial companies, and reforms to the economic system, led to the 
continual complexification of surrounding market conditions.  Traditional merchants, 
merchant alliances, and merchant associations had difficulty adapting to the demands of 
the newly emerging surrounding market conditions and economic system, and so had to 
establish unified chambers of commerce. In 1906 the Jiangxi Chamber of Commerce was 
established, which had an important historical role in the unification of the Jiangxi regional 
economy and the standardization of the traditional mercantile organizations as well as in 
the establishment of a new market order.  
Under the Beijing government, due to the development and urging forward of a system 
of regional autonomy by populist merchant and industrial companies, merchants played an 
unprecedented role in local social life. The participation of the chamber of commerce in the 
drafting of mercantile laws and regulations for common industries provided legal 
protections for the chamber of commerce and the groupings of common industries, and 
determined the important role of the chamber of commerce within the government. During 















leading role in improving conditions in the market and in maintaining order in the market.  
After the establishment of the Nanjing National Peoples’ Government, there was a 
period of intense concentration of power under the party-state order, which increasingly 
marginalized the political position of the chamber of commerce. The “Law on Chambers of 
Commerce” and the “Law on Common Industrial Organizations” propagated from above 
weakened the effect of the chamber of commerce on market economic activities. The 
official designation of Nanchang as a city intensified the control over the chamber of 
commerce, which became an administrative tool of  local governmental control over 
merchants and mercantile activity. During the “New Life” movement, the Nanchang 
Chamber of Commerce established a “Merchant Festival”, with the intention of restoring 
its role in the center of social life. 
The inwards flight of chambers of commerce and the policies of economic control 
during the Anti-Japanese War led to the worsening of surrounding conditions for the 
Nanchang market.  After Nanchang was overtaken, under the intense pressure of the 
puppet government, a Preparatory Committee of the Nanchang Chamber of Commerce was 
established, and it functioned as the main tool for the control of merchants and the market. 
Despite these circumstances, the chamber of commerce during this period still played an 
important self-protective role and a mutual alliance-forming role for merchants, as they 
struggled under difficult conditions to protect the mercantile activities of the city. 
After the defeat of the Japanese, the KMT government strengthened the bureaucratic 
capitalist control and oppression of the merchant industries, and average private 
entrepreneurs lost their economic independence and thus their ability to make their own 
decisions. The activities of the chamber of commerce also increasingly fet the constraint of 
the government and of a small echelon of specially privileged merchants. In order to 
preserve the  profits of common industrial groups, the Nanchang merchants established 
Merchant Societies outside of the chamber of commerce, leading to the dispersal of the 
organization of the chamber of commerce. This unique form of Merchant Society 
organization, gathered together the force of many average merchants, and led to the 
reorganization of the Nanchang Chamber of Commerce. 
This thesis’s research reveals that the surrounding conditions of the market and the 
economic institutions from the late Qing to the Republican period was complex and 
constantly changing, and so merchants and the chamber of commerce display markedly 
different features in each changing period.  In order to deepen our understanding of 
modern Chinese merchants and chambers of commerce, we must strengthen our research 
into the changing conditions of the market and its changing institutions.  
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